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MY HOLIDAY 
In recent times I have visited Singapore only with a feeling of 
resentment. The policies which have been followed by its dictatorial 
government have produced marked improvement in living standards for its 
people, a high level of employment, a sanitised city, and a society which is 
dull, conformist, lacking in individuality and charm, its only significant 
feature being wall-to-wall shopping. The history, charm, colour, variety 
has disappeared. 
The happy contrast is the Pearl of the Orient - Penang. It is the 
other Chinese majority settlement of the Malay Peninsula. And in Penang one 
immediately senses the history, and the discerning traveller finds a 
constant fascination. 
I was met at the airport by Datuk Lim Chong Keat - the brother of 
the Chief Minister and one of the most extraordinarily cultured men I have 
met in my life. He drove me to the old family house where his father, Dr. 
Lim Chwee Leong, had presided over a remarkable family. It is one of the 
colonial mansions standard in old Malaya. A semicircular drive sweeps under 
a portico, from which steps lead up to a raised front room which is 
T-shaped. On either side of the base of the T, smaller rooms lead off, and 
at the rear behind a family shrine, steps go down to domestic quarters for 
dining, kitchen and servants. Stairs lead to an upper floor at the front of 
the house containing family bedrooms. 
Lim Chong Keat keeps this house to accommodate artists who may 
stay and paint there. One of the side rooms off the T-shaped entrance 
contains a magnificent Bosendorfer piano, on which I have heard Margaret Tan 
(renowned Singaporean pianist) playing Prokofiev and Scriabin. The grounds 
contain some of Chong Keat's collection of exotic and local birds: he is an 
outstanding conservationist and has helped save some endangered species from 
extinction. 
Then we drove to Balik Pulau, where he has a property on which he 
has cultivated a wide range of tropical food plants. As growing tropical 
plants to provide new food resources in Australia, had been my hobby for 
years, this was fascinating, and we wandered the slopes seeing plants old and 
new, in a setting which was spectacularly beautiful. Balik Pulau had been 
settled by Chinese refugees at the time of the Boxer Rebellion. It is still 
a very distinctive Chinese community. We sent down to the local food house 
for food which came back in tin cans - the Boxers had really got to learning 
about nyonya cooking - and the food was excited and caressed the taste buds. 
Returning to Georgetown, we joined the Chief Minister and his wife 
at the Penang Hill train and took the funicular up to the top station. We 
went to the Penang Hill Hotel, which Chong Keat has bought. It is an 
expensive hobby. A converted colonial house, it has some twelve guest 
rooms. Behind the hotel there are more of Chong Keat's bird collection, and 
from the front the most spectacular view that Penang affords. We sat quietly 
with drinks as Chong Eu reflected on current problems in the complex 
politics of Malaysia, and as dusk drew on could see lights come up in the 
distance. We could make out the lights of Alor Setar that night. 
Next day Chong Keat had to go to Kuala Lumpur, to set up his 
"habitat" exhibition - a photographic record of the homes of people in 
South-East Asia from the earliest times of photography. In contrast to 
this, he left me with a book he had just published - "Penang Views 1770 -
1860" - sketches and paintings assembled from round the world as a pictorial 
record of Penang until the time of photography. As a guide to lead one on 
to the uncovering of that complex colonial society it is entrancing. 
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As Chong Keat's household only speaks Malay and Penang Hokkien, in 
both of which I am inadequate, Mrs. Lim arrived and carted me off to the 
Chief Minister's guest house, where I stayed in solitary state. But most 
mornings the house-keeper and I sallied forth to the hawkers' stalls to buy 
breakfast. The best was just down McAlister road, - the "Sisters" whose 
koay teow (rice noodles with prawns and other seafood, eggs and spices) is 
justly famous. 
My old friend and companion John Cardosa (of part Italian and 
Japanese descent) came on successive days to take me to explore the island: 
we traced the scenes and the buildings in Chong Keat's book, visited and 
talked to families of vegetable gardeners, sat with fishermen in remote 
Kampongs and explored the wide variety of restaurants. John's son Lawrence, 
trained at the Regency Park food school, has gone home to be himself a 
hawker. His Hainanese, chicken-rice, is now as much in demand by the 
cognoscente as the Sisters' product. One morning John called for me at 
breakfast and we went to a food house in the old town where the clients, 
seated at worn plastic-topped tabled, spread out to take up the street. It 
was a yum-cha, and at its best. There was no suggestion of refinement about 
the service, but the food was superb, and the whole was restaurant theatre 
at its best. Mrs. Lim phoned and said "Today - curry lunch". We went to a 
Muslim restaurant, again in the old town. The mutton and fish curries were 
delicately spiced and left one marvelling at the artistry of the cook -
cardamom and kunyit, fresh coriander and yoghurt, cumin and clove so 
carefully blended as to be musical. 
Penang is a place to excite one's interest and passion. I shall 
go back soon. 
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